Role of dehydroepiandrosterone and cortisol in nociceptive sensitivity to thermal pain in anorexia nervosa and healthy women.
Anorexia nervosa (AN) patients represent a natural model of relationship between changed hormonal level and pain perception due to lower level of sex hormones and consistently described increased pain threshold. As the adrenal stress steroid hormones (cortisol and DHEA) are known to be also changed in AN (and share a common precursor), our study was aimed to analyze the association between these hormones and pain perception in AN patients and control healthy women. The pain threshold latencies to radiant heat stimuli were measured in 20 DSM-IV diagnosed patients with AN and in 21 healthy women. Blood samples were collected in the morning hours and analyses of the plasma levels of dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA), its conjugated sulfate ester (DHEA-S) and cortisol were implemented. Thermal pain threshold was higher in AN than in healthy women and correlated negatively with the level of DHEA and positively with cortisol/DHEA(S) ratio. No significant correlation between thermal pain and hormones was found in healthy women. If both groups were pooled together, the rest pain threshold correlated negatively with DHEA-S (r=-0.42, p=0.008). We showed for the first time that sensitivity to thermal pain in women is dependent on DHEA-S and on cortisol/DHEA(S) ratio in patients with AN.